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ASPECTS: “Volver” took Almodovar “back to the place where I was born and grew up, a place full 9f memories,” and that created “a very pleasant feeling but also a very deep and profound one.”
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The landscape he loves

‘Volver’ is set in prime Pedro Almodévar territory: Places in his heart. And accolades are flowing.

\ O Al £,
2 - M2 LJC;J_L:J"C‘*-‘ F- EL"

i1
By KENNETH TURAN
Times Staff Writer
Cannes, France
EDRGLMMDDO?AR walks into a bar
looking exhausted, and no wonder. “I
have been here an entire week, working
every day,” he says, managing a smile,
“and a week in Cannes can destroy even
Superman.”

It's a sultry evening in May, and the accom-
plished Spanish director, a two-time Oscar winner,
is at the Cannes International Film Festival with
“Volver,” his 16th feature. Though he doesn’t know
it, in a few days his film is going to win a pair of the
festival's top awards: best screenplay for the man
himself and an unusual ensemble best actress
award for the six women, led by Penélope Cruz and
Carmen Maura, who star in it.

“Volver"” has been greeted with nothing but suc-
cess wherever it has played. In Spain it is neck and
neck with “All About My Mother” as the director’s
highest-grossing film, and in Germany it won a
coveted box office award called the Bogey. In the
United States, Almoddvar's longtime distributor
Sony Pictures Classics thinks so highly of the film

that it is sponsoring a “Viva Pedro” series starting
Friday, rereleasing newly struck prints of eight of
his films as a run-up to “Volver's" Nov. 3 release. All
of which makes the director very, very nervous.

“It is a gorgeous surprise, I'm not aceustomed
to that unanimity,” Almodévar says, his eyes twin-
kling through his exhaustion. “So I'm trying to pre-

the male world; they were working in the fields or
talking by themselves. The region was very macho,
but women governed in the house. The men were
the kings, but the women were presidents and
ministers. The women were in the shadows, in the
shadows making decisions.”

Not only were these women “always active, al-

Sony Plclures

THE NEW FILM: Death is a living presence in “Volver.” The cast includes Penélope Cruz, left.

ways doing something,” they were also “talking,
telling stories, thinking the small children were not
paying attention. Sometimes I think those stories
were the reason why fiction grew inside me.”

Also a biginfluence on Almodovar were movies,
all kinds of movies. In fact, he claims that “my
dream is to be able to shoot a western, but I need

someone to write a script for me.” The first movies
he saw as a child were “Mexican genre films, sci-
ence fiction and vampire movies, very Kitsch. I
learned what Kitsch was very early.” When he was
an adolescent, Almoddvar discovered the Italian
neo-realists. “They were the best movies in the
world at the time,” he says, noting that “Volver” is
in part “a tribute to the Italian movies of the 1950s,
crowded with wonderful women's parts.” The di-
rector especially admires Luchino Visconti's “Bel-
lissima,” starring Anna Magnani as “the best sym-
bol of glorious motherhood,” a clip of which found
its way into “Volver.”

Hand the man a handkerchief

LMODOVAR is also, no surprise, a
major admirer of melodramas of all
kinds. “It’s a genre that talks more
about human beings and the human
way of life,” he says. “If a movie is a
melodrama, it may not seem that much is happen-
ing, but what is going on is in the feelings of the
characters, and that can be as powerful as an Indi-
ana Jones movie. I like to cry when I'm in the cin-
ema, though not in my real life; it's good therapy.
And melodrama is an opportunity for actors to
give wonderful performances.”

Giving the performance of the film in “Volver” is
Cruz, and Almodo6var talked at length about the
process of working with her and his other perform-
ers.

“T am the person that knows her best and trusts

pare myself for the reverse for the next

movie. 1 don't want get used to this

comfort.”

The reasons for “Volver's” success
are numerous, including the best work
of Cruz’s career as a Spanish Mother
Courage who has to hold her family to-
gether, but the key factor is its unex-
pected emotional accessibility. In fact,
the film's ability to intertwine Almodo-
var’s wacky wickedness with deeply
felt warmth caused the director to in-
gist that “the most difficult thing
about *Volver' has been writing its syn-
opsis.”

He is the first to admit that “when
you tell people the plot,” which has at
least one murder and the breaking of
several sexual taboos, “it sounds like
Grand Guignol. But 1 wanted to do it
exactly the opposite: very simply, in
the most direct, transparent way. Aw-
ful things happen, but the movie re-
mains very warm, a comedy. The soul,
the spirit of the movie is something
you can't easily tell in a few words.”

Even more paradoxically, “Volver”
remains humane even though it is, in
the director’s words, “a picture about
death, a movie about how people in my
town [in the La Mancha region] accept
death. They can live with it in a natural
way, as part of life, as a new and differ-
ent presence, not a disappearance. I
myself don’t feel that way; I have a
much more tragic sense of death. But I
admire that, and I wanted to make a
film about their culture of death, the
way they express their vitality through
it.”

Because the shooting of “Volver,”
which translates as “to return,” took
the director “back to the place where I
was born and grew up, a place full of
memories,” the experience created “a
very pleasant feeling but also a very
deep and profound one.” And because
“Volver” was so tied to his core emo-
tions, it provided an opportunity to
talk to Almoddvar about his upbring-
ing, his initial interest in film, his way
of working with actors and his direct-
ing philosophy.

Women ‘making deecisions’

C OLVER" is set in a
world of women be-
cause, the director
says, “up to the age
of 10, I was surround-

ed by women all the time. I was

brought up by women. I almost never
saw the men. We didn’t have access to

A primer for all things Pedro

By KEviN THOMAS
Special to The Times

OR more than 20 years
Spain's ever-evolving Pe-
dro Almoddévar has
shown that an openly gay
artist’s sensibility can be
a strength. For Almodo6-
var's uses of melodrama, camp,
drag queens and transvestites fuel
his sense of life’'s absurdities — its
cruelties and capriciousness.

As a lead-in to Almodévar’s lat-
est film, “Volver,” which stars Pené-
lope Cruz and reunites him with
Carmen Maura, his original muse,
Sony Pictures Classics will present
“Viva Pedro,” a series of eight of Al-
modoévar’s more significant films, in
one-week runs at the Sunset 5.

_________________________________________________________

“Women on the Verge of a Nervous
Breakdown” (Friday) With this
1988 release Almoddvar moved into
the mainstream with a funny movie
full of sly comic touches. It's a show-
case for Maura, cast as a Madrid ac-
tress whose longtime lover and col-
league dumps her, She doesn’t have
a chanece to fall apart because Almo-
ddvar catches her up in a nonstop,
freewheeling farce. Amid much hu-
mor the film shows us a woman
coming into her own and taking
charge of her own destiny.

“All About My Mother” (Sept. 1)
This film won the 1999 foreign film
Oscar. Its plot could scarcely be
more far-fetched or loaded with
coincidence; as such it reflects Al-
moddvar’s mastery of tone. The se-
ries of calamities that befall a Ma-
drid nurse (Cecilia Roth) becomesa
testament to women’s indomitable
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‘MOTHER’: Marisa Paredes,
foreground, and Cecilia Roth.

strength in the face of adversity.
Tragedy brings Roth together with
the woman who inadvertently trig-
gered it, a stage star (Marisa
Paredes). Paying homage to the vin-
tage woman's picture, “All About My
Mother” manages to be funny and
poignant while showcasing six im-
portant actresses, including Cruz.
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“Talk to Her” (Sept. 8) A 2001 re-
lease, this film brings together two
seemingly very different individuals,
this time men, in an offbeat tale. Ja-
vier Camara's fussy, plump male
nurse becomes enamored by a
beautiful young dancer in a coma
(Leonor Watling) while Dario Gran-
dinetti’s writer becomes intrigued
by a striking bullfighter (Rosario
Flores), who also winds up in a
coma. Almodévar explores friend-
ship and the power of love at its
most paradoxieal.
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“The Flower of My Secret” (Sept.
15) Released a decade ago, it finds
Almodévar telling his story in a
lower key than he had before, catch-
ing a woman on the verge of a ner-
vous breakdown. She is a romance

novelist {%Eﬁ} who real-
izes she has out her career in
the face of a g marriage. Almo-
dévar concerns himself with all the
other women in the film, and in do-

ing so, celebrates the capacity of
women to reae[Tﬂut to others.

------------------------------

“Live Flesh” (Sept. 22) Don’t be put
off by the title; this is an effortlessly
articulated 1998 tragicomedy. Al-
moddvar is outrageous when con-
templating the folly of human pas-
sion when it collides with fate. A
convoluted and volatile contempo-
rary “La Ronde,” it helped consoli-
date Javier Bardem as a top male
star of his generation and features
Angela Molina, the last of Luis
Bufiuel's memorable discoveries,
and Liberto Rabal, grandson of one
of Bunuel's greatest stars, Fran-
cisco Rabal.
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“Law of Desire” (Sept. 29) Leave it
to Almododvar to spin this 1987 lurid
tale of lust and violence. The central
figure is a famous gay film director

(Eusebio Poncela) on a break from
his lover and from filmmaking. He
has a gaudy sister (Maura), a night-
club entertainer, and a handsome
20-year-old {Antonio Banderas) ar-
dently pursuing him. What con-
cerns Almoddvar most is how these
three respond to the “law of desire.”

“Matador” (Oct. 6) In this swift, el-
egant 1988 release, Almodovar per-
ceives in bullfighting an equation
between sex and death that's at the
heart of this puritanical and macho
culture. More disturbing than some
earlier Almoddvar films, the film
stars Nacho Martinez as a cele-
brated (forero, sidelined perma-
nently by a goring that has left him
lame, who has discovered that the
only thing that equals the thrill of
triumph in the bull ring is sex that
ends in murder. Assumpta Serna’s
criminal lawyer has discovered that
sexual gratification demands skew-
ering a man with the precision that
Martinez has slain bulls.

AFPiGetty Images
‘EDUCATION?®: Fele Martinez,
lefl, and Gael Garcia Bernal.

“Bad Education” (Oct. 13) In the
boldest of Almoddévar’s films, Gael
Garcia Bernal's actor approaches a
sucecessful young filmmaker (Fele
Martinez), reminding him that as
adolescents they had been best
friends. He has written a script
about their experiences and imag-
ined how they had tumed out as
adults. As intrigued by the sexy,
somewhat mysterious Garcia Ber-
nal as by his script, Martinez com-
mences investigating the actor as
the film moves between past and
present, reality and illusion.

her talent more than anyone else,” the
director says. “I know her s0 well as a
human being and an actress that it en-
ables me to offer her the best condi-
tions to bloom."”

One of those conditions is to pre-
pare with the actors the same way he
would on stage, by going slowly, with a
lot of time for rehearsals. With all his
performers, Almoddvar takes the time
to “tailor the script to the actors, re-
writing so that you can get the impres-
sion that no other actor in the world
would be better to play it. When I di-
rected Penélope, I was completely in
love with her; she was my personal ob-
ject of desire.” Because Cruz's charac-
ter, the undaunted Raimunda, “is not
like her, three months of rehearsal
were especially important. Penélope is
slim, elegant, young. Raimunda is
more of a country woman, earthy.” As
a result, the director asked Cruz to
wear an artificial bottom in the film.
“She is very light, she has studied bal-
let, her way of walking emphasizes the
upper part of the body. I needed some-
thing to push her down, like gravity.
Once she had the false bottom, she
walked in a completely different way. A
simple thing like that changed her im-
age.”

Almoddévar also asked his actress
“to learn to speak in the dialect of La
Mancha. We worked day by day, line by
line, and once she really felt in touch
with her character, she was able to go
far beyond what you would expect. I
am very lucky with her; she really
trusts me. Whatever I asked her to do,
she did, which gives me a huge respon-
sibility not to ask for too much.”

Not surprising, given the pains he
takes with his actors, Almoddvar
thinks patience is perhaps the key
quality directors need to have.

“There are so many people between
what I say and what has to be done,
things have to be told and retold thou-
sands of times, there is no other way of
doing this,” he says.

“The rest of the crew's participa-
tion in the movie is completely differ-
ent from the director’s. I invest my
whole life; for them it is just another
movie.

“Also, directors need common kind-
ness. A film ecan turn into a sour thing
without good relationships with every-
one in the crew. You have to know a lot
about human nature to direct” — a fi-
nal smile here — “and just a little touch
of talent too.”
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